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Chappati Complaints and Biriani Cravings: 
The Aesthetics of Food and Diet in Colonial Zanzibari Institutions* 
 
 
 
By Melissa Graboyes 
 
 
Introduction 
A British official called the prison-cooked chappati a “nasty piece of sodden dough”; a man 
on trial declared to the court that he was being fed “dog’s urine” inside the asylum; a member 
of the Zanzibari royal family got into a fight while trying to get a serving of biriani at the 
mental hospital; and escaping prisoners marched to the Sultan’s palace in order to complain 
about the prison diet. What all of these things have in common is that they draw our attention 
to food aesthetics and illustrate the importance of food beyond calories and nutrition. All of 
these food complaints were made inside British run institutions, yet not one is about hunger. 
Instead, all center on improper preparation, presentation, or consumption of food.  
From 1920 through the 1960s, no other issue appears as frequently as food as a source 
of complaint among the wards of the British-run lunatic asylum and prison in colonial 
Zanzibar. Neither the poor cell conditions nor forced labor duties created the same level of 
dissatisfaction. The food being served in the prison and lunatic asylum was so important to 
wards that there were many strategies used to try to affect change. There are cases of 
individual hunger strikes; patients refusing to eat en masse; angry letters signed by dozens of 
prisoners and sent to officials; complaints made directly to visitors; letters from cultural 
organizations working as lobbying groups; and articles published in the vernacular and 
English language press.  
This paper examines prison and lunatic asylum diets in colonial Zanzibar not as 
examples of colonial-era ideas about nutrition, politics, race, or culture, but rather as actual 
food whose smell, taste, texture, presentation, and preparation are important.1 It also 
                                                
* Thanks to Jim McCann for sparking my initial interest in this subject. Natalie Mettler, Ari Fogelman, 
and Chelsea Shields-Strayer all helped form and refine my ideas; Natalie’s digital red pen was greatly 
appreciated. In Zanzibar, Juli McGruder went above and beyond the call of duty by generously sharing archival 
references, her time, and her home. Abdul Sheriff allowed me to present an earlier version of this paper at the 
Zanzibar Indian Ocean Research Institute. This paper was produced while conducting my dissertation research, 
which is funded through the National Science Foundation’s Graduate Research Fellowship Program. 
1 Any investigation into food must examine two sides of the same coin: the creation of the food, and the 
consumption of the food. On one side are the British, who were in charge of establishing and modifying the 
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considers food as a symbolic marker of racial identity, social class, and even madness in 
Zanzibari society. This paper investigates food from the point of view of the consumer—the 
eater—and may even be termed an “eater’s history.” In this case, the eaters are prisoners and 
patients inside colonial Zanzibar’s central prison and lunatic asylum. They are also great 
complainers who left behind a trail of documentary crumbs.  
The complaints of the institutionalized will form the starting point for my analysis. 
The documents show that most complaints focused on the aesthetics of food: thus, I will 
detail the preparation, presentation, and consumption of food, and will explore more 
meaningfully patients/prisoners’ complaints. How did those carefully crafted diets (created 
by British officials using international standards) cause so much conflict? What were the 
complaints? What do the complaints reveal about patients’ and prisoners’ expectations about 
food? Why do a majority of the complaints come from only one “racial” group? The answers 
to these questions reveal that prisoners and patients had a refined sense of what was 
considered appropriate for food. In fact, no one (except the British) talked about food as mere 
calories or nourishment.  
The case studies presented in this paper will demonstrate that while the Zanzibari 
prisoners and patients were constantly complaining, their complaints were often legitimate. I 
argue that contrary to British expectations, wards were discerning eaters whose concerns 
about food extended far beyond sustenance. In fact, based on at least one set of criteria, turn 
of the century Zanzibar Town was the site of a unique cuisine. The prisoners might not be 
called gourmands, but they recognized the link between food and identity, and showed an 
appreciation for food aesthetics. In this paper, food “aesthetics” refers to pleasure derived not 
just through sight, but also through smell, taste, touch and even sound. This definition returns 
to the word’s original meaning in Greek: “relating to perception by the senses.”2 
The four case studies presented here are unusual but not unrepresentative. They were 
chosen because they emphasize the patient’s or prisoner’s perspective on food, and reveal the 
chasm between British beliefs and patient preferences. The studies also illustrate how food 
can have powerful symbolic meaning—a way to define oneself on Zanzibari terms, even 
inside a British institution. The case studies come from the central prison and lunatic asylum 
that shared space at Kilimani and the Holmwood Mental Hospital, which opened when the 
lunatic asylum closed in 1949. These vignettes span the years from 1928 to 1962, although 
the richest data comes from the late 1920s and early 1930s. 
Food: Calories, Cuisine, Identity 
Our understanding of the role of food in African settings is still in its infancy. With some 
notable exceptions, much of the recent historical work on food in Africa has focused on 
examining nutrition as a colonial science, describing the lack of food by focusing on famine 
                                                                                                                                                  
institutional diets. The topic of diet creation is addressed in Part II of this paper: “Good Food, Ridiculous Diets, 
and a Well Fed Swahili.”  
2 New Oxford American Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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or recording the history of a single item.3 Rarely are the aesthetics of food considered, or the 
role of food in institutional settings beyond its role as mere sustenance. In works about the 
history of colonial mental institutions in Africa, the studies produced to date have not paid 
much attention to the diets given to patients. Mention is nearly always made of the conflicts 
that arose due to food, but are not explored in-depth.4 There have been a few introductory 
overviews of food in Africa and closer investigation of the concept of “cuisine,” but none of 
this new work focuses on institutions, East Africa, or starts by working with food related 
complaints.5 Zanzibar has been the focus of many historical inquiries—some of them dating 
back centuries, and many being written by British officials during the colonial period.6 More 
                                                
3 Emmanuel Akyeampong, Drink, Power and Cultural Change (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1996); 
Cynthia Brantley, Feeding Families: African Realities and British Ideas of Nutrition and Development in Early 
Colonial Africa (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2002); Art Hansen and Della E Macmillan, eds., Food in Sub-
Saharan Africa (Boulder, CO: Lynne Reiner, 1986); John Iliffe, Famine in Zimbabwe (Gweru: Mambo Press, 
1989); Elias Mandala, The End of Chidyerano: A History of Food and Everyday Life in Malawi, 1860–2004 
(Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2005); James C. McCann, Maize and Grace: Africa’s Encounter with a New World 
Crop (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007); Megan Vaughn, Story of an African Famine: Gender 
and Famine in Twentieth Century Malawi (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Justin Willis, 
Potent Brews: A Social History of Alcohol in East Africa, 1850–1999 (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2002); 
Diana Wylie, Starving on a Full Stomach: Hunger and the Triumph of Cultural Racism in Modern South Africa 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2001). 
4 A. Diefenbacher, “The Implementation of the Lunatic Asylum in Africa: The Example of the Colony of 
German East Africa,” Psychopathologie Africaine 27 (1995–1996), 53–65; Lynette A. Jackson, Surfacing Up: 
Psychiatry and Social Order in Colonial Zimbabwe, 1908–1968 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005); 
Richard Keller, “Madness and Colonization: Psychiatry in the British and French Empires, 1800–1962,” 
Journal of Social History 35 (Winter 2001), 295–326; Jock McCulloch, Colonial Psychiatry and ‘The African 
Mind’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Jonathan Sadowsky, Imperial Bedlam: Institutions of 
Madness in Colonial Southwest Nigeria (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999); Megan Vaughan, 
“Idioms of Madness: Zomba Lunatic Asylum, Nyasaland, in the Colonial Period,” Journal of Southern African 
Studies 9, 2 (April 1983), 218–38; Megan Vaughan, Curing Their Ills: Colonial Power and African Illness 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991). 
5 Monique Chastanet et al., eds., Cuisine et Société en Afrique: Histoire, Saveurs, Savoir-faire (Paris: 
Karthala, 2002); Jim McCann, “Taytu’s Feast” (unpublished manuscript); Fran Osseo-Asare, Food Culture in 
Sub-Saharan Africa (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2005). 
6 Richard Burton, Zanzibar: City, Island, and Coast (London: Tinsley Brothers, 1872); Godfrey Dale, The 
Peoples of Zanzibar (London: Universities’ Mission to Central Africa, 1920); William Fitzgerald, Travels in the 
Coastlands of British East Africa and the Islands of Zanzibar and Pemba (London: Chapman and Hall, 1898); 
J.M. Gray, History of Zanzibar (London: Oxford University Press, 1962); L.W. Hollingsworth, Zanzibar Under 
the Foreign Office, 1890–1913 (London: Macmillan, 1953); W.H. Ingrams, Chronology and Genealogies of 
Zanzibar Rulers (Zanzibar: Government Printing Office, 1926); W.H. Ingrams, Zanzibar, Its History and Its 
People (London: Witherby, 1931); Frederick Lugard, The Rise of Our East African Empire (Edinburgh and 
London: Blackwood & Sons, 1893); Robert Nunez Lyne, Zanzibar in Contemporary Times (1905; reprint, 
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recent scholarship on Zanzibar has focused almost exclusively on political and economic 
history: the reign of the Omani Sultans, the politics of colonization, the introduction of the 
capitalist system, or the effects of the 1964 revolution.7 Laura Fair’s work on pastimes and 
politics is a rare example of social history, and provides the most information about food and 
eating habits on the island; but even that amounts to only a few pages.8  
Anthropologists and sociologists have done much of the work on food and eating, 
often examining food as both symbol and metaphor—as Super points out in his review 
article, “Food and History.”9 Starting with Levi-Strauss’ structuralist approach, generations 
of anthropologists have explored food, eating, cooking, as well as the symbolic role of food 
in a society.10 Richards’ work among the Bemba was not only one of the first in-depth looks 
at food in an African society, but remains one of the richest.11 Her approach to food traced an 
item from crop to table, providing information along the way about nutrition, eating habits, 
and cultural norms. More recently, Goody has added significantly to food studies by focusing 
on cuisine and questioning whether it existed in precolonial “Black Africa,” and why a haute 
cuisine has not emerged on the continent.12 Within the past few years, food in Tanzania has 
received more attention by anthropologists, but much of this has focused on nutrition or food 
sourcing rather than cuisine.13 
                                                                                                                                                  
Zanzibar: Gallery Publishers, 2006); F.B. Pearce, Zanzibar, the Island Metropolis of Eastern Africa (1920; 
reprint, Zanzibar: Gallery Publishers, 2006); C.H. Stigand, The Land of Zinj (London: Constable, 1913). 
7 Frederick Cooper, From Slaves to Squatters: Plantation Labor and Agriculture in Zanzibar and Coastal 
Kenya, 1890–1925 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980); M. Lofchie, Zanzibar: Background to 
Revolution (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1965); J. Middleton and J. Campbell, Zanzibar, Its 
Society and Its Politics (London: Oxford University Press, 1965); Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, Spices and Ivory in 
Zanzibar: Economic Integration of East Africa into the World Economy (Oxford: James Currey, 1987); Abdul 
Sheriff and Ed Ferguson, eds., Zanzibar under Colonial Rule (Oxford: James Currey, 1991).  
8 Laura Fair, Pastimes and Politics: Culture, Community, and Identity in Post-Abolition Urban Zanzibar, 
1890–1945 (Oxford: James Currey, 2001), 47–50. Other works about Zanzibar that focus on more than 
economic and political history include Garth Myers, “Reconstructing Ng’ambo: Town Planning and 
Development on the Other Side of Zanzibar” (Ph.D. thesis, University of California Los Angeles, 1993); and 
Kelly Askew, Performing the Nation: Swahili Music and Cultural Politics in Tanzania (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2002).  
9 John C. Super, “Food and History,” Journal of Social History 36, 1 (Autumn 2002), 165–78. 
10 Claude Lévi-Strauss, “Le Triangle Culinaire,” L’Arc 26 (1965), 19–29.  
11 Audrey Richards, Hunger and Work in a Savage Tribe: A Functional Study of Nutrition Among the 
Southern Bantu (London: Routledge, 1932).  
12 Jack Goody, Cooking, Cuisine, and Class: A Study in Comparative Sociology (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982).  
13 Karen Coen Flynn, Food, Culture and Survival in an African City (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2005); Jane Guyer, ed., Feeding African Cities (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987); Mary Howard 
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*** 
If food is more than just calories and sustenance, what is it? One answer is that individual 
foods/dishes can be the building blocks of a distinct local or regional “cuisine.” The most 
bare-bones definition of cuisine notes that it is a style or method of cooking. But beyond 
agreement that it refers to food, there is little consensus on what defines cuisine. Clark 
eloquently explains that cuisine “is not food, it is food transcended, nature transformed into a 
social product, an aesthetic artifact, a linguistic creation, a cultural tradition.”14 It is a 
beautiful definition, but not very helpful when trying to determine if cuisine exists in a given 
place. Goody, in a more straightforward fashion, borrows from Freeman’s criteria to 
determine if there is/was a Chinese cuisine. The three prerequisites are: that there are a large 
number of ingredients and recipes (which may be imports); that there is a population of 
“adventurous eaters” outside of the elites; and finally, that there are “attitudes which gave 
first place to the pleasure of consuming food.”15 
Starting with Goody and Freeman’s checklist for cuisine, it appears that there is, and 
was, a cuisine in Zanzibar. (Cuisine would not easily disappear from a place, so if it was 
there, it is there.) In terms of a variety of ingredients, few items were unavailable in Zanzibar. 
The tropical climate supports a wide variety of crops and two growing seasons. Only 35 
kilometers from the coast of Tanganyika/Tanzania, Zanzibar was used as an entrepôt. As a 
result, every exportable item from the mainland touched the soils of Zanzibar and—if 
desirable—made their way into Zanzibari hands. Finally, Zanzibar was not just connected 
through caravan routes to Eastern and Central Africa. It was also linked to the rest of the 
Indian Ocean world by the monsoon winds, which carried people and new ingredients, 
dishes, and cooking techniques.16 Being part of such a vast geography of networks meant 
that Zanzibar has long been a place of culinary diffusion and mixing, a place where new 
foods were introduced, adopted, and adapted. 
With such an extensive food sourcing network and the tropical climate, there was no 
shortage of ingredients for cooking. The 1947 Nutrition Report lists more than twenty-two 
different types of fruits, vegetables, grains and beans being grown in rural Zanzibar and 
                                                                                                                                                  
and Ann Millard, Hunger and Shame: Poverty and Child Malnutrition on Mount Kilimanjaro (New York: 
Routledge, 1997). 
14 Priscilla P. Clark, “Thoughts for Food, I: French Cuisine and French Culture,” The French Review 49 1 
(October 1975), 32. 
15 Goody, Cooking, Cuisine, and Class, 98. Referencing M. Freeman, “Sung” in K.C. Chang, ed., Food in 
Chinese Culture: Anthropological and Historical Perspectives (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977). 
16 New ingredients could arrive in the form of new crops, which were only adaptable if specialized 
knowledge traveled with the item. Judith Carney shows how agricultural knowledge can be as important as the 
actual crop in Black Rice: The African Origins of Rice Cultivation in the Americas (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2001). The original study of agricultural exchange from the Old to the New World is Alfred 
Crosby’s The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood, 1972).  
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another report confirmed that thirty-one different varieties of fish were commonly seen in the 
market.17 Likewise, there were plenty of recipes. Burton noted that “the WaSwahili have 
some fifty different ways of preparing [cassava]” mentioning that it could be boiled with a 
peanut sauce, made into a flour and baked into scones, baked whole inside a plantain leave, 
or pounded into a flour and poured into boiling water to make a gruel.18 
Zanzibar also fits Freeman and Goody’s other criteria for cuisine: a population of 
non-elite eaters and an appreciation for eating good food. Inside Zanzibar Town, there was a 
group of elite royalty affiliated with the Sultan—a group that before 1900 was partaking in 
good food and showing an awareness of global cuisine. Emily Ruete (formerly Princess 
Salme) described the activities of her brother, Sultan Barghash, noting with disdain that 
during his rule between 1870 and 1888 he had brought: 
ice, electric light, a so-called railway and I know not what else into Zanzibar, not to 
mention French cooks and French gastronomy … there is decay at the heart of town 
[and] no one seems to care.19 
While Ruete saw only decay in the decadence of French cooks and gastronomy, her brother 
obviously had a great appreciation for food trends of the time. In addition to the elite royals, 
there was also an international group of merchants, traders and slavers making up an urban 
middle class. These economically successful men built stone mansions along the waterfront 
and employed dozens of slaves. They were also fastidious about food. One British resident 
on Zanzibar wrote that “when an Arab invites a friend to look in and partake of ‘a cup of 
coffee’ the guest had better be prepared, for he will probably find a feast sufficient for twenty 
or thirty persons spread before him.”20 
The argument about cuisine in Zanzibar can only be applied to urban Zanzibar 
Town—particularly Stone Town. Only there was there a middle class, were imported 
ingredients available, and was there a belief that eating “well” meant more than just filling 
the belly. More colloquially, Zanzibaris living in town today argue adamantly in support of a 
distinct Zanzibari cuisine. Even the men are quick to explain that good food requires 
“balance,” the right combination of spices, and a certain “carefulness” in preparation.21 
Mention might also be made of the prodigious and skillful use of spices and specialized 
knowledge about how to process raw ingredients like coconuts. Zanzibaris admit that certain 
dishes are so difficult to prepare that only some people can do it well: bajri chappatis and 
                                                
17 “Nutritional Review of the Natives of Zanzibar,” 1937. BA 8/8. Zanzibar National Archive. [Hereafter 
“ZNA.”] 
18 Burton, Zanzibar, 242–47. 
19 Emily Ruete, Memoirs of an Arabian Princess from Zanzibar (1888; reprint, Zanzibar: Gallery 
Publishers, 1998), 286. 
20 Pearce, Zanzibar Island Metropolis, 223. 
21 Information shared by participants at a presentation of this paper at the Zanzibar Indian Ocean 
Research Institute on May 30, 2008 in Stone Town, Zanzibar. 
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biriyani are often mentioned. People recognize differences in the quality of food preparation, 
which grows from an appreciation of consuming particularly tasty food. 
 
*** 
Food can be calories, it can be part of a cuisine, and it can be symbolic—serving as a 
powerful marker of identity. What a person eats can indicate membership in national, 
cultural, social, economic, or religious groups. European gourmands recognized long ago that 
“you are what you eat,” and Mintz states, “What we eat [and] how we eat it … speaks 
eloquently to the question of how we perceived ourselves in relation to others.”22 In his study 
of cookbooks in India, Appadurai noted that the cookbooks did not just provide recipes, but 
also allowed “women from one group to be represented to another.”23 
Food can be linked to identity through the presence or lack of specific ingredients 
(ghee, pork); styles of preparation (rolled versus “patted” chappatis); presentation (successive 
courses or food served together); and consumption (hands in a communal bowl or utensils on 
an individual plate). In Zanzibar, items like coconut and ghee were considered fundamental 
to Indian/Asian racial and cultural identity. A chappati would be considered an identity food 
since not only was it consumed regularly in Indian households, but there were criteria that 
distinguished it from other fried flat breads. A chappati was only a chappati if the right type 
of flour was used (ideally millet), it was prepared in the proper way by the appropriate person 
(“patted” in the hands by a woman), and presented with the right side dishes. Only then did a 
piece of fried flat bread became a chappati, which, when eaten by an Indian, became a clear 
marker of identity. 
The linking of food to identity is critical because it helps explain why food might 
have been so important to the prisoners. There were profound intersections between race and 
class in early twentieth-century Zanzibar. It was also an amazingly multinational and 
multicultural society. Turn of the century Zanzibar Town was home to Arabs from Hadhrami 
and Oman, Bohora Indians, Goans, Ismaili Khojas, Hindus, Baluchis, Somalis, Ethiopians, 
Comorians, Malagasys, and Swahili. With such diversity came a social order that had Arabs 
at the top, Africans on the bottom, and Asian/Indians somewhere in between.24 Richer 
Indians and Arabs had more luxurious diets full of meat and imported items like sugar, tinned 
milk, lentils, and rice.25 Within this complex social environment, maintaining a distinct 
Indian identity was important, and this identity was maintained and reinforced with food.  
                                                
22 Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History (New York: Penguin, 
1985); quoted in Fair, Pastimes and Politics, 48.  
23 Arjun Appadurai, “How to Make a National Cuisine: Cookbooks in Contemporary India,” Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 30 1 (January 1988), 6. 
24 This exact sentiment was expressed by Lyne, Zanzibar in Contemporary Times, 206–207. 
25 “Nutritional Review.” 
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People held in the prison had an even greater need to maintain racial and class 
distinctions, and used food to this end. Inside the prison, wards wore the same clothing, 
shared a common religion (Islam), and at least one language (KiSwahili). The biggest 
distinctions among the prisoners were being housed in separate cell blocks; the ability to 
speak another language such as Arabic, English or Gujarati; and the possibility of having 
enough money to purchase personal items such as a prayer mat.26 But of these differences, 
the most obvious marker would be the food consumed each day during meal times. The 
British mimicked the class/race distinctions of Zanzibar society with a slight modification: 
Europeans were placed firmly atop the food chain, followed by Arabs, Indians, and Africans. 
The “richness” of the diets in terms of cost and presence of fats and meat followed this 
descending scale.27 Thus, the institutional diet allowed for an Indian to display his “Indian-
ness” by eating a chappati and dhall (lentils), and his higher class by receiving meat when 
Africans received fish.  
There was an incentive to maintain the racial and class distinctions and to try to 
extend them by making changes to the institutional diet. In 1925, Asians pushed to be closer 
to the hypothetical European diet scheme, but the British would not budge. An article 
published in the English-Gujarati newspaper, the Samachar, complained that: 
even in the matter of rations, they [Indian prisoners] are subjected to an inequitable 
treatment. While Europeans are provided among other things, with bread, tea, sugar 
and vegetables, Indians and Arabs are scrupulously denied these articles of food, as if 
they do not form part of their daily food.28  
The British refused this request to make the Indian diet more like the European diet, and 
insisted on maintaining separate menus. This was bluntly stated by a writer who declared, 
“we cannot of course admit that Goans should receive the same scale of diet as Europeans.”29 
But the British unwillingness to modify the diet in 1925 did not stop the prisoners from 
agitating for change. They understood that in a multiethnic place like Zanzibar, food could 
define a man. 
The Art of Complaining 
There are few places in the British records where patient or prisoner voices can be heard 
clearly. More often than not, the behavior of wards is reduced to a series of numbers, or 
administrators speaking on their behalf. But there is one area where wards made themselves 
                                                
26 It is unclear how many personal possessions a prisoner could bring with him. In 1945 prisoners were 
allowed a personal prayer mat. Abdul-Hamid to Superintendent of Prisons, February 6, 1945, GA 18/1, ZNA. 
The Indians and Asian prisoners had their own ward of eight cells, at least in 1928. AB 61/10, ZNA. 
27 This information is gleaned from looking at the diets listed in the annual medical and sanitary reports. 
28 “The Plight of Indian Prisoners,” April 5, 1925, AB 61/54, ZNA. In Kenya, three Portuguese prisoners 
were fed the Asian diet, which caused the Portuguese consul general to complain and submit a new, detailed 
menu of appropriate food. McCulloch, Colonial Psychiatry, 144. 
29 Unknown writer, unknown date, AB 61/54 (144), ZNA. 
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heard and where their statements were preserved. As the officials wearily recognized, the 
wards were champion complainers. 
Complaining inside the prison was elevated to an art. There was little else to occupy 
prisoners’ time, especially before forced labor started in 1929. The British showed repeatedly 
that no complaint was too small to consider. In 1927, prisoners complained that the salt 
ration was too small, and the superintendent of the prison wrote to the governor of prisons 
“begging to suggest” that “a little more salt” be provided.30 More salt was given, and such 
incidents showed that the British were willing to make changes. And of course, nothing is 
more encouraging to a complainer than a bit of success.  
An abundance of free time coupled with a lot of discontent resulted in impressive 
number of ways for prisoners to show their displeasure. There are records of individuals 
going on hunger strike, and it is possible that the 1935 weight loss in the asylum was the 
result of patients refusing to eat. In addition to these very physical forms of protest, there 
were also letter-writing campaigns and plenty of verbal complaints made—from the wards 
themselves and associates on the outside. Groups such as the Indian Association petitioned 
on behalf of wards, and stories appeared in the local newspapers.  
One strategy was to go to newspapers with complaints and hope they got publicized. 
The British kept a close watch on the papers and were quite keen on keeping negative 
publicity to a minimum.31 As another technique requiring less skill, one female patient 
complained to the visiting chief justice about “the nature of her diet to which she says she is 
not used.” In that case, the justice dismissed her complaint, but he did make sure to pass it 
along to the prison authorities who had to acknowledge it and decide what to do.32 Another 
strategy was to direct complaints to the racial/cultural/ethnic associations such as the 
Comorian Association, the Arab Association and the Young African’s Association. Those 
groups could advocate on behalf of prisoners by visiting medical officials and writing letters 
to specific individuals or the media.33 
Not only did the prisoners complain frequently, but they were very rarely satisfied. In 
January 1929, three months after the prisoners had protested the lack of ghee and then 
received a daily ration, the saga continued. The prisoners had opinions about the brand of 
ghee they wanted. One frustrated prison worker wrote, “the present Indian and Arab 
prisoners say they would prefer Dodoma Ghee...but, on the other hand, I am informed by 
                                                
30 Superintendent of Prison to Governor of Prisons, 1927, AB 61/54 (62), ZNA. 
31 This is evidenced by the existence of a file just of newspaper clippings and colonial responses to the 
articles. Additionally, after a negative article was published in the Samachar, someone was sent to discuss with 
the editor about “writing less violent and wild articles in future.” April 30, 1925, AB 61/54, ZNA. 
32 Chief Justice to Governor of Prisons, Unknown date, AB 61/54(36), ZNA. 
33 In 1954, trainees at a government hospital had a grievance about the institutional diet and they appealed 
to the Young Comorian Association, the African Association and the Arab Association in order to get help. The 
African Association eventually agreed to help by visiting the medical officer. There was also a letter to the 
editor published in the KiSwahili newspaper Mwongozi. July 2, 1954, AJ 28/7, ZNA. 
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many Indians that they would not eat food cooked with Dodoma Ghee.”34 A switch was 
made to Dodoma ghee and officials held their breath and crossed their fingers. Luckily, after 
three months it was reported that “there have been no complaints” which indicated to 
officials that everything was okay.35 
Most of the complaints occurred prior to the 1935 diet change.36 After that, the 
grumbling tapered off. As just one indicator of this shift, the Samachar newspaper had a 
reporter visit the prison in 1949. While there, he was not approached by any prisoners 
complaining, and noted changes in the jail as a whole. In the (bad) old days, “A man with a 
longer sentence than one year came out either crippled for life or taken out in a bier.” In the 
(good) new days, however, the writer saw a meal served and concluded that the “food 
undoubtedly has all the nutrition that a human being desires.”37 This would seem to be a big 
shift since in the 1920s and 1930s when prisoners were desperate to publicly air their 
complaints, and would have taken an opportunity of a reporter visiting to latch on and 
complain about poor conditions. 
Where Are the Africans? 
One of the questions that must be asked right away is why there are so few examples of 
African (people the British did not identify as either Arab or Asiatic) patients and prisoners 
complaining. There is at least one explanation. Based on research done by the British about 
how poorly Africans were eating, it is possible that the institutional diets were actually better 
than what many free people were eating. “Better” meaning more food, more variety, and at 
times, more animal protein and fat. We could also deduce from this that when African 
prisoners did complain about food, the situation must have been truly detestable in terms of 
taste, preparation or quality. 
Nearly all of the complaints recorded in the documents come from prisoners referred 
to as Asiatic, Indian, or Arab. These groups (all receiving basically the same diet) were 
complaining because they viewed the food that was being served to them as punishment. The 
institutional diet had less variety and was missing key ingredients they were accustomed to. 
For many Arabs and Indians, the diet was a step down from what many would have eaten if 
not imprisoned. This alone meant there was reason to complain. 
This explanation fits with what colonial officials recorded. When diet changes were 
being investigated in 1935, the prison medical officer wrote that “Asiatic” patients seemed 
more susceptible to avitaminosis (vitamin deficiency) than were Africans. He accounted for 
it by noting that “the change over from their home to prison dietary is more drastic in their 
                                                
34 Writer unknown, January 18, 1929, AB 61/54 (124), ZNA. 
35 Writer unknown, April 25, 1929, AB 61/54 (128), ZNA. 
36 The 1935 diet change and its significance are discussed in the other part of this paper: “Good Food, 
Ridiculous Diets and a Well Fed Swahili.” 
37 Samachar, “Prison Reforms” and “A Unique Experience—My Visit to Zanzibar’s Penal Settlement,” 
October 16, 1949, GA 18/1 (101), ZNA. 
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case than in the case of the native. The Asiatics seem unable to adjust themselves to a diet 
deficient in vitamins.”38 In this case, both body and mind were unable to adjust to the poor 
diet. In the Asiatic prisoners’ opinion, such an inadequate diet was worth complaining about. 
Case 1: Prison Riots and Missing Ingredients, 1928 
“any matter affecting diets in prisons is almost invariably found to be the cause, directly or 
indirectly, of all prison disturbances and outbreaks.…”39 
This case study examines one very well known event—a prison riot and breakout—and 
analyzes it in juxtaposition to a much less publicized two-page letter of complaint written by 
about twenty prisoners. What brings these two things together is food and timing. I argue 
here that only by examining these two events together can the full meaning of either one be 
understood.  
The prison riots started on October 29, 1928 and the breakout occurred on October 
30. Although inquiries were held, testimony gathered, and blame apportioned, the British 
came to no satisfying conclusions about why the prisoners had rioted. As the governor of 
prisons told the inquiry panel, “I had no idea that there would be an organised revolt. There 
was no inkling anything was afoot.”40 But there are hints provided in the testimony that the 
prisoners were unhappy about a new superintendent, and had been grumbling about too little 
time to eat their meals, and no longer having the privilege to cook their own food once a 
week. And, as the quote introducing this section states, if one is willing to look hard enough, 
nearly every prison disturbance can be traced back to one very basic human need: food. 
What is remarkable about this case is that we do not have to dig too deep to find food 
at the root. The evidence, however, is not to be found in the prison inquiry, or in any 
documents leading up to the riots. It is only six days after the riots that the evidence appears. 
On November 5, 1928 a group of “Asiatic” prisoners wrote a letter to the governor of prisons 
complaining about the food they were being given. Although there is no reference made in 
the documents connecting these two events, I believe that the breakout and the letter were 
merely two different tactics used in an attempt to accomplish the same thing: change in the 
prison diet.  
Prison Break 
At midday on Tuesday, October 30, 1928 the prisoners of the Kilimani Jail broke out. They 
had taken over the ward and since the previous evening had demanded repeatedly to see the 
chief secretary or Mr. Sheldon, the senior commissioner. They had crude weapons made 
from scavenged and smuggled materials, including sticks and knives. The prison 
superintendent was on site on Monday evening and, thinking that things were under control, 
left the prison grounds. Senior Commissioner Sheldon came to the prison and spoke with the 
prisoners that evening. There is no record of what was said, or if the prisoners were even 
                                                
38 Medical Officer of Prison to Director Medical Services, April 17, 1935, AJ 15/6, ZNA. 
39 Superintendent of Prisons to Chief Secretary, August 25, 1956, AJ 15/6 (84), ZNA. 
40 Testimony from Mr. Skinner, Acting Governor of Prisons, Prison Inquiry 1928, AB 61/10, ZNA. 
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temporarily placated. Prison staff members were ordered not to shoot, and as a precaution 
their ammunition was taken. The superintendent was confident that the prisoners would tire 
themselves out, and that the next day order would be restored. 
The next morning, however, the prisoners were still upset. They maintained their 
presence in the ward and refused to return to their cells. Mid-morning, the prisoners began 
yelling that they wanted another hearing with Mr. Sheldon or the chief secretary. The 
superintendent tried to convince them not to do anything dramatic, and that he was trying his 
best. In his own account of the events, Superintendent Thompson said he “sent word to the 
prisoners...to tell them not to be so foolish as I was then trying to get Mr. Sheldon or the 
Chief Secretary to hear their complaints. I then went down to the ward and tried to reason 
with them.”41 (As may be obvious, the prisoner-warden relationship was a bit unusual at 
Kilimani jail. The final report on the riots noted that “the prisoners had come to think that 
they were ‘persons to be reckoned with’ should they make demands, or should controversy 
arise between them and authority.”42) 
After making his plea to act reasonably, Thompson thought he had convinced the 
prisoners to stay put. They even went so far as to promise him they would not break out for 
some time. But before anyone could show up to hear their demands, the prisoners broke their 
promise and broke out of the back door. Between 80 and 90 men streamed out of the prison 
and snaked through Ng’ambo—the predominately African section of Zanzibar Town.43 
Although this was a prison break, it was not an “escape” in the sense that the wards 
were trying to get away from the prison permanently. They were all going to the same place, 
and had in fact already told the prison officials exactly where they intended to go: the 
Sultan’s palace. Their intention to visit the Sultan should not have surprised the British. In 
the final report on the riots, they noted that Zanzibaris considered themselves to be “children 
of the Government” and that the government was viewed as a “benevolent, just and infallible 
father invested with an unquestionable authority.” If the British already knew this, a trip to 
the Sultan made good sense. The Sultan was a father figure, the ultimate authority, the one 
who would be just when the British were being unreasonable. The prisoners kept their word 
and rather than fleeing in all directions, they marched together from the prison through 
Ng’ambo and Stone Town to the Sultan’s palace at the waterfront.  
Once the prisoners arrived at the palace, they congregated in the front yard. The 
Sultan heard their complaints, although there is no record of his comments. After the 
                                                
41 Testimony from Mr. Thompson, Prison Inquiry 1928, AB 61/10, ZNA. 
42 Prison Inquiry 1928, AB 61/10, ZNA. 
43 It is impossible to know the actual route the prisoners took into town. But, since they exited through the 
back door of the prison, they would have likely used footpaths through Ng’ambo that Zanzibar Town residents 
would have known far better than British officials, or even prison guards coming from Tanganyika or 
Nyasaland. Once they arrived at the border between Stone Town and Ng’ambo, they would have needed to 
cross the Creek. If it was low tide, they could have done this on foot. If it was high tide, they would have 
needed to cross at Darajani bridge or by boat. It was impossible for the British to head off the prisoners before 
arriving at the Sultan’s palace. For more see Myers, “Reconstructing Ng’ambo.” 
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prisoners had voiced their demands, His Highness gave orders for the prisoners to return to 
the jail. From that point, the British make no note of any resistance. The prisoners’ weapons 
were taken and they were marched back to the prison. Once arrived, they were fed dinner and 
locked back in their cells—all without any problem. Not a single prisoner escaped.44 
These unusual events warranted a full inquiry and a report was produced by the 
attorney general that was supposed to reveal what happened and lay blame appropriately. 
Despite being lengthy, there was no description of the prisoners’ actual demands. The British 
concluded the ultimate cause was a “tightening up” of discipline under a new 
superintendent—a tightening up that lead to discontent. As for blame, no one could be held 
fully responsible, but everyone agreed the former superintendent, Mr. Inskip, was too lax.45 
Obviously, standards in the prison varied depending on who was in charge. Mr. 
Inskip was known as a particularly lenient superintendent. He was unfortunately followed by 
Mr. Thompson, who had a reputation of being very stern. In 1924, while Mr. Inskip was in 
charge, the prison was known as the “Kilimani Club” and one British source claimed—with a 
bit of hyperbole—that there was so little hardship that “the ordinary prisoner had very little 
objection to returning there.”46 When Mr. Thompson took over, things changed dramatically 
since he had decided “to stand no nonsense” and was considered to have “an impatient and 
irascible temperament” which meant his “manner towards the convicts was far more brusque 
and intolerant than that of Mr. Inskip.”47 
If Inskip and Thompson ruled the prison with different levels of severity, food was 
one of the areas where conditions changed quite dramatically. Yet the British continually 
rejected the idea that prisoners were complaining about food. During the questioning, 
Thompson was already on the defensive: “I have heard no complaints about food, I 
frequently inspect food. They get full rations.”48 What is odd about his statement is that the 
                                                
44 The type of “escape” practiced by the prisoners resembles the slave practice of petit marronage. Rather 
than trying to escape permanently, slaves would leave for a short time to help negotiate better treatment. This 
can be countered to grand marronage where slaves would escape with the intent of never returning. Much of 
this literature refers to the Americas: Mavis C. Campbell, The Maroons of Jamaica, 1655–1796: A History of 
Resistance, Collaboration, and Betrayal, (Granby, MA: Bergin and Garvey, 1988); Gabriel Debien and Jean 
Fouchard, “Aspects de l’esclavage aux Antillies Françaises: Le petit marronage á Saint-Domingue autour du 
Cap (1790–1791),” Cahiers des Amériques Latines 3 (1969), 31–67; Richard Price, Maroon Societies: Rebel 
Slave Communities in the Americas (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 1996). In relation to East Africa, 
Jonathan Glassman recounts maroon communities and slave flight in Feasts and Riot: Revelry, Rebellion, and 
Popular Consciousness on the Swahili Coast, 1856–1888 (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 1995); and “The 
Bondsman’s New Clothes: The Contradictory Consciousness of Slave Resistance on the Swahili Coast,” 
Journal of African History 32 (1991), 277–312. 
45 The final report called the prison a “failed humanitarian experiment,” Prison Inquiry, AB 61/10, ZNA. 
46 Prison Inquiry 1928, AB 61/10, ZNA. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Testimony from Mr. Thompson, Prison Inquiry 1928, AB 61/10, ZNA.  
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response came with no prior question about food. Furthermore, the prisoners were regularly 
complaining about food. That they should suddenly stop complaining, especially when 
conditions—in their opinion—had deteriorated, is quite unlikely.  
Another question and answer taken from Mr. Thompson’s testimony shows how his 
answer also veers off into the realm of food without prompting: 
Q: Did the prisoners by all accounts get a proper hearing, either to their complaints or 
when accused of prison crimes?  
A: [yes] … There is no truth in prisoners’ statement that they do not get sufficient 
time for food. 
In this passage, it is revealed that the prisoners have made a “statement” (that sounds 
suspiciously like a complaint) addressed a new topic related to food: the manner in which 
they were consuming it. 
Satisfaction derived from food is based on a variety of factors. Food preparation and 
presentation are important and how food is eaten can increase, decrease, or eliminate entirely, 
the satisfaction of eating. (Consider the difference between eating while standing and holding 
your plate versus being seated at a table. Or the difference between eating food served in a 
bucket, a shared bowl, or on one’s own plate.)49 This complaint alludes to the rituals of 
eating, the accepted routine. If “eating” is culturally understood to encompass all the tasks of 
preparation, hand washing, eating communally and perhaps talking or consuming a beverage 
afterward, then the minimum amount of time needed to only ingest food would not be 
considered sufficient for proper “eating” to occur.  
Although this paper stresses the aesthetics of food and the rituals that dictate “proper” 
eating within a culture, complaints about food can be as simple as a distaste for what is 
actually being served or how it is being cooked. Thompson’s testimony revealed that 
prisoners were allowed to buy food with their weekly cash allowance provided by the prison. 
Additionally, those who were “good conduct” prisoners were allowed to cook. Inskip’s 
statement provides more detail about food in the prison: 
Q: Was it the practice to allow certain prisoners to have their own utensils and cook 
their own food?  
A: The only prisoners allowed this privilege were good conduct men, and then only 
on Sundays when one of their number is permitted to cook for them. They would 
require three small sufrias [pots]. On all other days they took their food from the 
general kitchen as they are allowed to buy food other than that issued with their 
weekly 2 annas cash allowance. They have often asked for this to be a regular daily 
practice, but this has been consistently refused.50 
                                                
49 In Italy, I was told by one woman that if the table was not set so that there was a place mat, a flat plate, 
and a bowl, she felt like she was eating off the ground. In her opinion, if one of these things was missing, the 
meal could not be enjoyed, no matter what kind of food was served. 
50 Testimony from Mr. Inskip, Former Superintendent of Prisons, Prison Inquiry 1928, AB 61/10, ZNA. 
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Inskip went on to defend himself against the claims made by Thompson: “The promiscuous 
cooking detailed by Mr. Thompson was never permitted in my time.” 
From the answers provided by the prison inquiry, we see at least three things related 
to food. First, the actual amount of food matters because there is evidence of prisoners 
purchasing more. This could be a result of hunger, but was more likely an attempt to stave 
off monotony. Second, how food is prepared matters because prisoners have a desire to cook 
independently and would prefer the additional work rather than eating food prepared by the 
prison “cooks.” The freedom to cook independently was valued since it presented the 
opportunity use different ingredients or prepare different dishes. Third, how food is 
consumed matters because prisoners complained about not having enough time to eat. If we 
have derived this information from exploring the riots, now we need to examine the second 
part of the equation. 
Missing Ingredients 
Only one week after their successful prison break, the prisoners were busy again. Not in 
prying open doors, but in writing letters. The documents do not tell us who had the original 
idea to write to the governor of prisons, who was able to write in English, who delivered it, 
and whether all the signers were willing participants or had to be convinced by a single 
leader. Those details are obscure, but the meaning of the letter is clear. It was written on 
November 5, 1928, was full of signatures in English and Arabic in addition to thumbprints, 
and was sent to the governor of prisons. In total, approximately twenty prisoners were 
represented. This remarkable letter is reprinted here:  
Sir, We, the undersigned Asiatic Prisoners most humbly and respectfully beg to bring 
the following few facts for your favourable consideration: That we are getting our 
diet as follows 
 I. Morning 6 A.M.—bread of Bajri51 or wheat flour as the case may be, with 
dhall [lentils]. 
 Bread without ghee; dhall simply boiled in water without curry powder, ghee 
or oil or coconuts and chilis. 
 II. Afternoon 3 P.M.—matama [millet] and beef OR rice and fish as the case 
may be, and groundnuts. 
Matama boiled in water. Beef boiled in water with curry powder (very [unreadable 
word])  without ghee or oil or coconuts. Rice boiled with water. Fish boiled with 
water. 
 That the aforementioned diet shown that there is no ghee or oil or coconut 
whatever, and  may we say that we never had such food (without ghee or oil or 
coconuts) since our own births! 
                                                
51 “Bread” here likely refers to chappatis, which are cooked with “bajri” flour, the Gujarati word for 
“millet.” 
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 Soup or curry water of such sort we feel cannot be partaken of, as is, as it 
induces more of vomiting [unreadable word] if forced up. 
 We expressed these troubles on many occasions to the visitors but all of them 
reply that this sort of complaint can only be heard by the Medical Authority. The 
Medical Officer who visits the Infirmary says that it is not his look out but is of the 
D.M.S.S. Zanzibar, so we request you to kindly forward our petition with your 
recommendations to consider our diet and sanction the grant of ghee and coconuts to 
be used in morning and afternoon dish respectively. 
 Further we beg to bring to your kind notice that the Natives are getting 
coconut for their curry while we Asiatics are not getting whatever at all.… 
 We hope that our petition will meet your favorable consideration for which we 
shall even pray for your long life and prosperity. 52 
 
There is no reference anywhere in the letter to the fact that the prisoners had 
participated in a riot and breakout less than a week earlier. We know that some, if not all, of 
the signers were involved since there were less than a dozen prisoners who remained in the 
prison and twenty signatures on the letter. But despite their participation in this event—
something that shook up and surprised the British authorities—the prisoners make no 
mention of it. Possibly because there was no punishment meted out, it was easy for the 
prisoners to see the letter as just the next tactic to be used when their more noisy and 
dramatic technique had failed. 
Unlike the response to the breakout, the answer to this request was a positive one. If 
anything, as far as tactics went, the British were much more comfortable handling written 
requests. The letter had been written in English, and included both the flowery language and 
formal lies (praying for “your long life and prosperity”) of British letters written by a 
subordinate to a superior. It clearly laid out the issues without waving a stolen stick, 
threatening to visit the Sultan, or prying open the rickety back door of the prison. 
The letter was forwarded to the governor of prisons, and there was a lengthy 
discussion about how to respond. It was eventually decided that the Asiatic prisoners would 
be given ghee and groundnuts, but no coconut. The government ignored the fact that the 
request was couched in cultural and aesthetic terms and chose to respond in the language of 
nutrition instead. The British saw the letter as a request for fat—which was provided. But for 
the prisoners, it was not possible to use those new fats in the way they wanted, as ingredients 
in specific dishes. While groundnuts are very nutritious and have a high fat content, they 
cannot be used to cook dhall (lentils) in the same way as coconut. Although both are fats, 
substituting these two ingredients produce two entirely different dishes. From the prisoners’ 
                                                
52 Prisoners to Governor of Prisons, November 5, 1928, AB 61/54 (108a), ZNA. I have omitted one short 
paragraph of the original letter that describes how many different complaints had been made to a variety of 
British officials in the medical department. 
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perspective, the problem was not lack of fat, it was a lack of necessary ingredients—
ingredients such as coconut and ghee that they had eaten continuously since they were born! 
In the letter sent to the governor, the prisoners included detailed descriptions of what 
they were eating. From their perspective, it was not enough to say they were eating “dhall” or 
“rice.” In order for their point to be made, the reader had to know how each dish was being 
prepared and thus its final quality. There is more than one way to make a pot of dhall or rice. 
In this case, the importance was that both items were boiled in water without any other 
ingredients. Dhall could have been—but was not—cooked with coconut, oil, ghee, chilis or 
curry powder. Furthermore, the bread (chappatis) was being produced without ghee. By 
focusing on what was missing, the prisoners indicated what they expected in these dishes. 
In the letter, the prisoners also complained that Africans were receiving coconuts 
when they were not. This hints at a cultural hierarchy—a belief that they too should get 
everything the Africans received. The British may have excluded coconuts from the Asiatic 
diet because they saw the coconut as being an African food item. However, historical sources 
indicate that the coconut was an egalitarian ingredient, making little distinction among 
different classes or cultures. When Richard Burton passed through Zanzibar in the 1860s, he 
noted that “rasped, the ripe kernal enters into many dishes; the cream squeezed from it is 
mixed with boiled rice.”53 His comment came without linking the coconut’s use to a 
particular race. Furthermore, the coconut came from Asia, and thus was not indigenous to 
Africa. For Indians, the use of the coconut in food preparation was not a new custom picked 
up in Zanzibar, but one brought from India.54 By the 1950s, a worker in the medical 
department stated outright that there was virtually no distinction in the ingredients used by 
different racial groups. Everyone used the same universe of ingredients. The only real 
difference was “in the methods of how these foodstuffs are being cooked and made palatable 
to different races.”55  
This case study illustrates the importance of food preparation and the rituals of eating. 
It also makes clear that prisoners knew the food they wanted, and in order to be satisfied the 
proper ingredients had to be provided to prepare dishes such as chappatis and rice. When 
conditions were not as they expected them to be, prisoners were willing to use whatever 
tactics were necessary to rectify the situation. They were skilled at trying different 
approaches, and were just as comfortable picking up the pen as they were breaking out of the 
pen. 
Case 2: Chappati Complaints 
Two years after the “Asiatic” prisoners had successfully petitioned to have ghee added to 
their diet, they were doing what the governor of prisons believed they did best: complaining. 
After responding to another complaint about the cooking of chappatis, he wrote to his 
colleague, “I have never yet been acting Governors of Prisons without the Asiatic prisoners 
                                                
53 Burton, Zanzibar, 220.  
54 K.T. Achaya, Indian Food: A Historical Companion (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
55 Assistant Medical Officer to Medical Officer of Health, March 26, 1956, AJ 15/6 (80), ZNA. 
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complaining of the bajri chuppathies [sic].”56 It is possible that the governor was always 
fielding complaints because the chappati was such a central part of the diet while also being a 
challenging food to produce properly. The prisoners had high standards for their food and 
their complaints were not limited to missing ingredients but extended into the finer points of 
food preparation. 
Chappatis are a thin, circular bread made with flour, salt, and fat (typically ghee). The 
chappati is prepared differently depending on the type of flour used—millet or wheat. Millet 
has far less gluten than wheat and that lack of gluten means that the dough is much less 
elastic, making it more difficult to form into a round, flat patty. Millet chappatis are “patted” 
in the hands carefully while wheat chappatis are rolled out repeatedly on a chappati board. 
The dough is fried so that the outside is slightly crisp and browned in spots, and the inside is 
fully cooked but still soft and flaky. Millet chappatis often turn out slightly thicker and are 
infinitely more difficult to prepare and cook.  
The comment that elicited the governor of prisons’ ire was a note from the 
superintendent of prisons. In that note, the superintendent explained that there had been 
several complaints from the Asian prisoners claiming that the bajri bread (chappatis) were 
“invariably burnt on the outside and raw inside.”57 In this case, the prisoners’ complaint was 
not about the lack of food, but poor preparation. The British had underestimated both the 
difficulty of producing the item acceptably and the culinary standards of the prisoners.  
The superintendent took the complaints seriously and asked around town about 
preparing chappatis with bajri flour. After questioning several different Indians, he reported 
that all of them “tell me that the cooking of this grain is an expert’s job.” Based on this 
information—and the fact that prisoners did all the cooking in the prison—he recommended 
that bajri flour be discontinued and that wheat flour be used instead.58  
 Chappatis were such an important and contested part of the Asian prisoners’ diet that 
the conversation did not end there. The governor of prisons responded by recounting that 
when he asked to see a prison-produced chappati, “I am shown a nasty sodden piece of 
dough which looks most indigestible.” He also reminded the superintendent that “we employ 
no cooks in the prison and it depends on who we have incarcerated as to the good cooking of 
the food.”59 The governor’s frank assessment indicates that the prisoners’ complaints were 
not misguided, and that bad food could transcend cultures and nationalities. A properly 
cooked chappati should not be sodden or damp, and “nasty” is never a promising way to 
describe food. 
A final correspondence reveals more information about how important the 
preparation of a food item can be. Not only must one consider the ingredients and cooking 
                                                
56 Governor of Prisons to Superintendent of Prisons, May 1930, AB 61/54 (179), ZNA. 
57 Superintendent of Prisons to Acting Governor of Prisons, May 23, 1930, AB 61/54 (176), ZNA. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Governor of Prisons to Superintendent of Prisons, May 1930. 
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technique, but also the person doing the cooking. The final note from the superintendent 
stated: 
There have been frequent complaints from the Indian prisoners about the cooking of 
the Bajri bread and although the cooks have been changed we are unable to produce a 
decent loaf or chupatti [sic]. The Indians I have spoken to on the subject say that it 
does not lie within the scope of a mere man to make chapatties [sic], God having 
reserved it to females.60  
The problem was not with the actual food, but with how it was being prepared. The 
Indians argued that who prepared the food was important and in their opinion, only a woman 
could produce a decent chappati. Since cooking in the prison was done by long-term 
prisoners, and there were few female long-term prisoners, it is likely that mainly men were 
involved in the cooking. Merely changing the male cook (even if he was more skilled) was 
not enough to make the chappati acceptable. Unfortunately for those male cooks, God had 
not graced them with the ability to make a proper chappati.61 
The conclusion to these chappati complaints was that a modification was made to the 
diet, with a substitution of wheat flour for bajri flour. It is right to ask if the prisoners’ 
complaints backfired since bajri flour was completely eliminated. In this case, the prisoners 
and the British agreed to compromise. It is easier to make a chappati from wheat flour 
because it is easier to roll into a thinner pancake and easier to cook without burning. Most 
modern chappati eaters also agree that millet and wheat flour both produce chappatis—just 
two different types. Thus, with the ingredients changed and a better chappati produced, the 
prisoners were successful, and the British were happy since the complaints ceased.62 
Case 3: Ali bin Suleiman and Dog’s Urine 
Among the materials available, there is one case when one sentence from one actual 
prisoner/patient is recorded. The story of that man, Ali bin Suleiman, helps demonstrate what 
happened when British ideas about nutritious food collided with indigenous medical beliefs. 
The archival references to Suleiman are unique since information extends over nearly a 
                                                
60 The “loaf” reference is unclear since that word was not used anywhere else. It is nearly impossible to 
make a loaf of bread with millet flour alone since it is too heavy and lacks the gluten needed as a binding agent. 
May 1930, AB 61/54 (183), ZNA.  
61 Cooks are an admittedly important part of any investigation into food and eating. Unfortunately there is 
not a lot of data about the prisoners who prepared the food inside the prison, and the workers hired to prepare 
the food at the asylum (assisted by the patients). I have found no references about how prisoner-cooks were 
selected, if the cooking was done communally, and how much freedom cooks were given when preparing 
dishes.  
62 While some foods are dependent on particular ingredients, others allow for a wide variety of 
substitutions. In America, “bread” can be composed of any number of different types of flour while still 
legitimately being called bread. In East Africa, “ugali” can be made from corn, millet, or cassava flour. The 
food is defined more by the method of preparation and end result in terms of texture rather than the specific 
ingredients.  
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twenty-year period—the length of his confinement. But what made Ali bin Suleiman stand 
out was not the quantity of materials, but the unique quality. The sentence he uttered during 
his trial is one of the most unfiltered things that appears in the documents, and in order to 
understand it we have to explore the literal and symbolic meanings and uses of food in 
Zanzibar historically. 
This case study explores food as an area of potential cultural confusion. It highlights 
British ideas of food as a healing agent and Swahili uses of food as a method to diagnose 
madness. In this way, food is an area where both cultures overlap. The British and Swahili 
shared a belief that food was relevant and important for the mad, and that what one eats, how 
one eats, and how one talks about food can be markers of sanity or insanity. The problem 
was that while both cultures valued the symbolism attached to food and eating, the 
interpretation of those symbols was not the same. 
In early January 1937, Ali bin Suleiman was brought from his rural home into 
Zanzibar Town. He came at the urging of his mganga (healer) who had been treating him for 
a few months for a swelling of the joints. The mganga was also a friend of Suleiman and his 
wife, and had been regularly visiting their home with roots and herbs, administering 
medicinal drinks and pastes meant to return Suleiman to good health. He brought them both 
to his home in the city—in Ng’ambo—to continue treatment. Suleiman’s wife, Mariam binti 
Mwadini told the court that her husband arrived in town “in a normal state of mind” and that 
“his illness was merely a swelling of the joints.”63  
After arriving in the city and being placed in the mganga’s house, Suleiman began a 
new therapy. In addition to drinking medicine made from herbs and roots, he was also given 
a treatment known as nyungu. His wife described the new treatment by stating the mganga:  
placed crumpled dry leaves on coals in a chetezo [earthen-ware container for burning 
leaves/incense]: he covered Suleiman’s head with a cloth and put the chetezo 
underneath and told Suleiman to inhale the smoke. Suleiman said “the smoke is 
suffocating me.” The inhaling lasted for a few minutes only. That night the mganga 
tied more charms round Suleiman’s wrist. About an hour after dark Suleiman said, “I 
see people coming to injure me.…” After some considerable time Suleiman became 
more loquacious and appeared to be suffering from stronger delusions. He said 
“People are coming to injure me. I shall be killed today.”64  
Once finishing the treatment, Suleiman and his wife returned to their room in the 
mganga’s house. That evening, Suleiman became more agitated, yelling and having visions. 
His wife became so worried that she called the mganga back. The mganga reassured her that 
Suleiman was getting better, and that his current state was just a small problem. A few hours 
later, Suleiman’s delusions grew stronger. Unprovoked and without warning, he attacked and 
killed the mganga, ran out into the street and proceeded to injure seventeen other people 
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before turning himself in to the police.65 When the story was recounted in the court, 
Suleiman’s wife testified that her husband’s “hallucinations began soon after the inhalation 
from the leaves and the tying on of the charms.” And despite being married for many years 
she had “never saw my husband in this state before.”66 
Ali bin Suleiman became a part of British colonial record in January 1937 after he 
had murdered the mganga and injured seventeen others. It was a particularly challenging case 
because before Suleiman could stand trial for his crimes, someone had to determine whether 
or not he was sane—which was not an entirely easy thing to figure out. The results of three 
months of assessment were announced in March 1937 when Suleiman appeared in the 
magistrate court. If found to be sane, Suleiman would stand trial at the High Court. If found 
to be insane, he would be sent to the lunatic asylum without trial.  
The two officials decided Suleiman was insane when committing the crime, but was 
sane during court proceedings. The British explanation for Suleiman’s behavior was that he 
had “run amok.” The term had been imported from the British colonies in Malaya and was 
used to describe unexplainable crimes committed by people who were sane before the crime, 
insane while committing the crime, and then returned to sanity afterwards.67 Two other 
possibilities that were quickly dismissed were that the madness was the product of an organic 
disorder (the swollen joints); and that the mganga’s treatment of breathing in the smoke had 
caused the madness. (Although this possibility was dismissed at the time of the trial, some 
officials continued to think the treatment was the real cause.)68 
During the March trial, the most interesting testimony came from Dr. S.W.T. Lee, 
who reported on Suleiman’s mental state since committing the crime: 
I know the accused. I have examined him upon twenty five occasions [since January 
when the crime was committed until March, during the trial] … After three exams I 
formed the opinion that the accused was sane. Since then my opinion has been 
confirmed. The accused eats drinks talks and walks normally and behaves in every 
way as a rational person. When he first was admitted to the gaol the accused in my 
opinion tried to behave as a lunatic. He lay upon the floor and shouted. He failed to 
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convince me. He did this for about a week. For eight days he refused food and talked 
nonsense. He was then forcibly fed and after three feedings he began to behave 
perfectly normally except when he saw strangers. On two occasions while he was 
eating his food I brought another doctor to see him and upon each occasion the 
accused threw himself upon the floor and shouted and gibbered. I am perfectly 
satisfied that he is of sound mind and that he has feigned insanity.69 
During Lee’s statement, food or eating are mentioned five different times. To support 
his conclusion that Suleiman was sane he told the court that the prisoner “eats drinks talks 
and walks normally.” Eating normally is an indicator of rationality. Lee continues with this 
logic and sees the behavior of a (pretend) lunatic as associated with abnormal eating habits 
since “for eight days he refused food.” Lee thinks Suleiman is trying to “play” insane by 
throwing his food on the floor whenever a visitor arrives.70 
If abnormal eating habits are a sign of insanity, Lee also puts great faith in the healing 
power of food. After ordering Suleiman to be force fed, “he began to behave perfectly 
normally.” Lee seems to believe that Suleiman could make himself crazy by denying himself 
food. This temporary craziness could be overcome by forcing food into him, which is when 
Suleiman began to behave normally again. All of this information about food and eating led 
Lee to the conclusion that Suleiman was only feigning insanity, which meant that he could—
must—stand trial for the murder. 
The final part of Lee’s testimony is when Suleiman finally makes a statement. Lee 
finished by telling the court, “the accused has been eating normally. He has been on a special 
diet of milk, fruit, and meat extract.” The transcript continues and notes: 
N.B. Asked whether he had any further questions to put to the witness accused stated 
“I have been given dog’s urine to drink.”71 
The special diet Suleiman was being fed was the official sick diet, given to all ill 
patients and prisoners. Suleiman’s statement appears in English, but was likely uttered in 
KiSwahili. It is a perplexing, especially since it was his only recorded statement throughout 
the two trials. When trying to decode this sentence, the first line of interpretation is a literal 
one: what food was Suleiman eating that could most resemble dog’s urine?  
The sick diet consisted of three foods that the British considered to be particularly 
curative: milk, fresh fruit, and meat extract.72 The only item remotely resembling dog’s urine 
is “meat extract,” which is best thought of as a meat broth or consommé. It could be likened 
to urine in appearance if it was made from chicken, giving the broth a yellow tint (and 
possibly smell, had it been made from rancid meat). But chicken was never served at either 
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71 Testimony of S.W.T. Lee.  
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the prison or the asylum. The meat extract was probably made out of cheap pieces of beef 
and marrow bones. The final product would be clear and brownish. In this respect, it is hard 
to see any physical resemblances to dog’s urine. If a literal understanding of Suleiman’s 
statement leads to a dead end, better to evaluate it as a symbolic statement. 
Working with the ideas put forth by Roy Porter in his study of madness, scholars 
would be well served by looking at the words and writings of the insane not as incoherent 
ramblings, but as texts to be analyzed. Just as with the sane, the mentally ill comment on the 
people, places and events surrounding them. Their statements are rooted in local 
understandings and, even in cases of illness, often still reflect cultural sensibilities and 
norms.73 Ernst writes that Indian mental patients “may have lost their minds but they did not 
necessarily lose their sense of what was culturally and socially proper and appropriate simply 
on entering a British institution.”74 If we use Porter and Ernst as a starting point and re-
examine Suleiman’s statement, “I have been given dog’s urine to drink” and try to place it in 
local cultural context, some fascinating connections appear.  
Suleiman’s claim that he was being fed dog’s urine is not just a potent metaphor; it is 
firmly linked to traditional Swahili medical practices. An 1890 Swahili text describes the 
etiology of madness and a method to “cure,” which is really more like a diagnostic test. Food 
is a strong theme throughout the explanation, especially regarding diagnosis. Bakari explains: 
Madness may be caused by loss of property or the death of a dear wife. At first he 
talks to himself, and people who hear him laugh at him and he gets angry. He is 
treated by being put in a dark room so that he does not know where he is or that he is 
under treatment. After a month inside he is brought out to see how his mind is. 
Another cure is to kill a dog, and the patient is given it with his food, not knowing 
that it is dog meat. When he has been given this once, it becomes clear whether his 
mind has recovered or not.75  
The most obvious relationship between Suleiman’s statement and Bakari’s 
description of madness is the reoccurring imagery of a dog.76 What might be most alarming 
is the difference in how Ali’s statement was understood by the British and how it may have 
been interpreted by a Swahili healer. Inside the British courtroom, Suleiman’s claim that he 
was being forced to drink dog’s urine would have been dismissed as yet another sign of his 
madness. To a Swahili healer, his public testament was proof of his sanity since a central 
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component of diagnosing insanity was evidence that a person was unable to recognize 
unacceptable food. Just as the British and Lee recognized abnormal eating habits as signs of 
madness, so too the Swahili. The only difference was in what types of behaviors were 
deemed “abnormal.”  
Bakari’s technique to diagnose madness was to feed the patient a patently offensive 
food and see if the patient was able to identify it. A sane man would see he was served dog 
and would refuse it—emphasizing his knowledge of local norms and eating habits. An insane 
man, on the other hand, would eat the dog with nary a word—having lost his grasp of the 
distinctions between offensive and inoffensive, appropriate and inappropriate. In Bakari’s 
method, it was the ability to sort out acceptable and unacceptable food that illuminated the 
line between madness and sanity.  
Inside the courtroom, it is difficult to know Suleiman’s intentions. On the one hand, 
he may have been making a case for his sanity by pointing out publicly that he had been fed 
dog’s urine and recognized it as so. If he understood what was going on in court, he would 
know his act of madness was being exposed by Lee. Maybe there was no more point in 
pretending to be mad. At least if he was viewed as a normal criminal he would not have to 
further endure the sick diet.  
There is a good likelihood that Suleiman was pretending to be mad since every other 
assessment over the next seventeen years found him to be sane. One medical examination 
even stated that Suleiman had an accurate recollection of his trial, implying that he had 
regained his sanity by that time.77 Suleiman had no previous history of madness, and never 
suffered a relapse. If we start with the assumption that Suleiman was sane when making his 
statement, we need to see if there is another explanation for his strange comment. 
If we pay close attention to Thompson’s wording, the chronology he laid out for 
Suleiman’s imprisonment, and when Suleiman uttered his statement, there may be another 
explanation. Thompson tells us that once in police custody, Suleiman refused all food for 
eight days while pretending to be a lunatic. At that point, he was force-fed three different 
times. After the feedings, he began to behave normally except when strangers arrived. Just 
before Suleiman speaks, Thompson recounts the diet that Suleiman had been forced to eat. 
Only after naming those foods did Suleiman speak up and announce he had been given dog’s 
urine. 
Suleiman’s response about dog urine could be that of a very angry man, a man who 
had been forced to eat food he found entirely unpalatable. Dog urine is a detestable thing to 
think about eating. His statement could be read as a counter-point to Lee’s. While Lee boasts 
about the sick diet making Suleiman better, Suleiman retorts by telling the court that the sick 
diet actually amounts to dog’s urine. It could be a claim to show he was mistreated in the 
prison, subject to food no man should be asked to eat—let alone forced to eat.  
It is possible that his statement may also have been merely the uttering of a mad man, 
although that appears increasingly unlikely. Suleiman was found fit to stand trial, and was 
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found guilty but insane of murdering the mganga. He was held as a criminal lunatic at the 
prison for fifteen years before being released to his family in 1952.  
Case 4: Seyyid Soud bin Ali bin Hamoud and Biriani Cravings 
This is an unusual case study because the man at the center of it was a member of the 
Zanzibari royal family, and long a thorn in the British government’s side. Soud bin Ali bin 
Hamoud was the eldest son of Sultan Ali bin Hamoud, who abdicated in 1911. When Soud 
tried to commit suicide in September 1961, it was a difficult case for the government to 
handle. He was originally held at the prison before being transferred to Holmwood Mental 
Hospital. Upon admission, he was diagnosed as manic with a drinking problem that 
exacerbated his condition. There was much discussion about whether he was truly of 
unsound mind, and most medical officers considered him a borderline case.  
The documents also imply that when it came to dealing with the British, Soud was 
cantankerous, argumentative, and hardheaded. Based on past interactions, the British knew 
diplomacy was required. They tried to appease the difficult man. Prior to his arrival, special 
arrangements had been made. A memo written just before Soud’s transfer to the mental 
hospital laid out “the immediate implications” of his arrival:  
Extra staff will be required, namely a trained cook and an extra Orderly.… No 
provision is made for higher grade diets at Holmwood Hospital, and therefore another 
100 pounds per annum will probably be needed to provide for his diet.78  
Despite the early preparation, problems abounded. The British even recognized that food 
would be an issue, but still could not avoid problems. In this case, based on the people 
involved, conflict may have been impossible to avoid. 
A Biriani Craving 
At approximately 11 a.m. on December 14, 1962, Soud bin Ali approached John McArthur, 
the hospital assistant in charge of the men’s ward and told him he was in need of “biliani.”79 
The rules at Holmwood were that all requests coming from Soud bin Ali had to go to a higher 
up. (This was because lower level attendants were afraid to go against his orders since he was 
still considered royalty—and apparently reminded workers and other patients of this 
frequently.) John McArthur followed his orders to the letter, and when Soud came to him 
with a demand, he went to his superior, Mr. Aboud, for an answer. Mr. Aboud answered “no” 
since Soud’s food was prepared at the Pigalle Hotel and was ordered on a credit basis. The 
menu for Soud was set, and it did not include biriani. The explanation given to Soud from 
Aboud via McArthur was that there was no money for the biriani he wanted. 
Hearing that it was only a lack of money that stood between him and biriani, Soud 
produced four shillings. He handed the contraband money to John McArthur and repeated his 
order. McArthur returned to Aboud, who was shocked that Soud had money, since it was not 
allowed inside the Mental Hospital. With that, Mr. Aboud went and reported the matter to the 
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superintendent of the mental hospital, Mr. Billington. Billington then entered the ward to 
confront Soud and ask where the money had come from.  
As the attendant John McArthur recounts the events, Superintendent Billington 
arrived to the ward quite annoyed and Soud greeted him saying, “Oh Mr. Billington, you 
have come to ask me where I got the money, and how much I have in my pocket.” Such a 
cheeky welcome did not improve the superintendent’s mood. While the two were discussing, 
one of them used his pointer finger and aimed it at the chest of the other man. Who did the 
poking is unclear since McArthur tells us Billington poked Soud in the chest; and Billington 
says Soud poked him in the chest. Regardless, the discussion quickly shifted from money to 
larger issues. Billington told him that “you are in this hospital and you have to obey the rules 
of this hospital.” Soud responded by shouting that he was royalty, and that Billington was 
merely “there to bow to his wishes.”80 
With the arguing increasing, and a physical fight eminent, they moved outside. It is 
unclear who threw the first punch, although it was likely Soud. (Billington tells us that Soud 
came at him “with fists flying.”) Quickly, however, it was a full out brawl. They were rolling 
around on the ground, with Soud on top and his arm cocked, ready “to knock Mr. Billington, 
who was quite on the ground.”81 It was only then that the attendant McArthur grabbed 
Soud’s arm and told him he should not beat Mr. Billington. Other orderlies arrived, lifted 
Soud away, and returned him to his cell.  
One of the very British assessments of the fight stated, “It has been observed that the 
patient tends to become excited when his wishes are not fulfilled or when he is 
provocated.”82 The predictable conclusion to Soud’s “excitement” was that he did not get 
any biriani to eat that day. Instead, he was sent back to this cell and served whatever was 
brought from the Pigalle based on the standing order. Although Soud’s record continues for 
many more years, there are no indicators about whether he was eventually given biriani, or if 
his food cravings continued unsatiated. 
Biriani Background  
Biriani is a cosmopolitan food appropriate for a cosmopolitan island. Its roots are many. 
Some accounts place it originally in India, and the word has Urdu origins.83 But there are 
discrepancies whether the dish originated in India or was a result of contact with Muslims 
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from the Middle East.84 People in Zanzibar today also call biriani an Arab dish, coming from 
the Middle East. There is no record of biriani being eaten in Zanzibar prior to the twentieth 
century, although there are secondary claims of the dish being present in other parts of the 
Swahili coast.85 Yet its absence in early years and its presence now make sense. When 
people move, they take their culinary repertoire with them. Indian and Arabian food dishes 
moved with the dhows to settle in Zanzibar.86  
Biriani in Zanzibar today is a heavy dish of thick sauce that includes fried fish or 
meat, potatoes and a variety of spices. It is always served with rice, usually colorful basmati. 
Although recipes for biriani abound, some of the staples include pieces of fried chicken, beef, 
fish or goat. The thick sauce is made with oil, tomato paste, yogurt or buttermilk, and 
pounded unripe papaya. It uses a mixture of fresh ginger, garlic, onions, and spices including 
cloves, cinnamon, peppercorns, cumin, coriander, cardamom, tumeric, garam masala and 
saffron.87 In Zanzibar, rice is placed on the plate first, with a pile of biriani on top and 
usually a bit of fresh pepper paste on the side. Biriani is both a rich dish to consume and it is 
expensive to produce since it requires a great deal of cooking oil. It is only a slight 
overstatement to call it a rich dish consumed by a rich person. 
Today biriani can be eaten by anyone and it is not uncommon to see a Swahili woman 
in a buibui, an Indian man, and an Arab man all sitting down to eat a big plate in Stone 
Town. It is still considered as “special” food served at weddings and events, but it can also be 
found at restaurants in town and people often “weka orda” (put in an order) to get biriani as 
take away.  
But just because a dish is present in a place does not mean everyone will eat it, and 
the status of a dish can change over time. Early travelers’ accounts prior to 1900 do not 
mention biriani, but that might not indicate the absence of the food, just its absence in the 
places where the travelers were. Even a review of tourism literature into the 1960s does not 
mention biriani as a food of the island. But this may be due more to writers either being 
unaware of it (if it was consumed mostly in homes) or not wanting to include it because it did 
not fit notions of either “traditional” of “African” food. Discussions with Zanzibaris indicate 
that in the 1960s, biriani was associated with an urban, middle to upper class lifestyle, and 
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especially with Arabs or Indians. In short, it was a status food that announced to viewers that 
the eater was a person of means.  
Special Food for a Special Day 
Reading about such a story makes one wonder why Soud was so hard-headedly adamant 
about having his biriani. The most obvious answer is that his behavior was that of a mad 
man. Had he been sane, he would not have been at the mental hospital, and he also would not 
have being so aggressive and persistent in his requests for biriani. Why should he demand 
biriani?  
For Soud, the request was quite logical. He did not ask for biriani the day before, or 
the day after. He asked for it on December 14, 1962. It was a Friday, and for Soud it was 
time to eat biriani. As an urban, wealthy, Arab male—of the royal family no less—this may 
have been the norm. While the urban middle class may have been able to afford biriani only 
at weddings, he may have eaten this expensive, rich dish on a weekly basis—to mark a 
special day. On Friday men went to the mosque to worship; it is the holiest day of the week, 
equivalent to the Christian sabbath. Zanzibari men I spoke with said there was no greater 
chance of eating biriani at home on a Friday, and that, in fact, there was no “special” food 
served on Friday. But interestingly, the women I spoke with said that Fridays were special 
enough to warrant the cooking of biriani. Here it is hard to know who to trust: the cooks or 
the eaters. Even without considering that his request came on a Friday, biriani was a food 
request that emphasized his wealth, which was reinforced by him producing money for its 
purchase. His demand for biriani was a reminder to those working at the mental hospital that 
he was a man of wealth, power and that he was deserving of food that others could only 
afford rarely.  
Aftermath: Indigestion 
Only days after the biriani affair, a medical specialist at the mental hospital wrote to the 
director of medical services, asking for greater leniency when it came to dealing with Soud. 
He was far from a typical patient, and the specialist argued he should have far more 
freedoms. The writer conceded that it was in the hospital’s best interest to keep Soud well fed 
and happy. The medical specialist wrote, “I think he should be allowed maximum privileges 
as regards type of food allowed, visitors, etc., that can be legitimately granted, so as to 
minimise the possible sources of friction and irritation.”88 
But even after the events had supposedly finished, there was continued fall out from 
the biriani affair. Soud was angry (and sane) enough to write a letter asking that the 
superintendent of the mental hospital, Mr. Billington, should no longer be in charge of his 
money. His letter is conceivably referring to the fact that even though Soud was paying for 
his own upkeep at the Mental Hospital, his felt his wishes were not being followed. The 
assumption was that if he could not even get the food he wanted, people were not taking his 
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requests seriously. Seyyid Soud wrote a note arguing that if his requests were not followed 
about how to spend his money then he wanted Billington to “surrender the money to the 
public Trustee as you are not fit to comply to make requirements. There are so many things I 
have asked you to bring and you always did go against my requirements.”89 
There is no information about Soud’s family’s response to this. But notably there 
were no other incidents involving Soud and food. The likely conclusion is that the hospital 
acquiesced to the patient’s culinary demands and the next time he requested biriani, they 
found a way to get it for him. 
Conclusion 
If food was really just as the British discussed it, none of these case studies would exist. Food 
is not fuel for machines, but brings pleasure for people, and that pleasure is affected by 
personal tastes, standards and expectations. Furthermore, the aesthetics of food are important 
to eaters. Who prepares a dish, what ingredients are used, how it is cooked, how it is served, 
where it is eaten, who it is eaten with, how much time is given to consume it, the order of 
serving, the pairing of dishes—all of these things are important and the case studies 
demonstrate that. For while the British insisted on framing food as fuel, their wards defied 
them at every turn. Their many letters, verbal complaints, strikes and breakouts were not 
about lack of fuel, they were about culturally unacceptable and unpalatable food.  
This paper’s main goal was to highlight the importance of food by focusing on 
aesthetics rather than calories and nutrition. The approach was eater-oriented and complaint 
conscious. The case studies illustrated that Zanzibaris were people with exacting food 
standards, and that even prisoners were fairly hard to please.  
There is still much work to be done in recreating a food history for Africa that moves 
beyond calories, hunger, and studies of single items. By recognizing the importance of food 
preparation, presentation, and consumption we may achieve a more nuanced understanding 
of the role of food in African societies.  
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